
11 Portrayal 
 
The unique object defined in the “Population Distributions – Demography” guidelines, 
StatisticlaDataDistribution is not a spatial object so there is no direct portrayal of it. However, as 
distributions of statistical data intend to give a description of how some phenomena spread within an 
area of dissemination, viewing the contents of a distribution as an additional layer is a very common 
task. Two different techniques can be used: 

• Changing the aspect of the elementary spatial elements of the distribution. 

• Adding symbols 
This section does not contain any portrayal requirement but is a remainder of some common sense 
considerations. 
 

Changing the aspect of the elementary spatial elements 
 

 

Figure 10: Population density distribution for the city of Poitiers 

 
EXAMPLE 1:  Viewing population density distribution for the city of Poitiers. Elementary spatial 
elements are neighborhoods. Their shapes are outlined in blue and they are filled with different colors, 
as darker as the density is high. Neighborhoods outside the city are left blank. Some rules must be 
followed when using this kind of viewing: 

• Always provide the correspondence between the color and the range of values they represent 

• Don’t use more than seven colors 

• Bear in mind that colors can be associated with feelings. like the extra attention that the colour 
"red" can give or the calming effect of green 

• Bare in mind that the size of the elementary spatial elements will influence the reading of the 
picture, giving more importance to the larger elements. So, with conventional statistical units, 
this kind of portrayal must not be used with absolute quantitative measures like population 
counts. This restriction does not apply to grids. 

 



 

Figure 11: Population distribution in Brittainy 

 
EXAMPLE 2: Viewing population distribution in Brittainy, using 200m wide grid cells (partial view). 
Dark outlines (municipalities) are drawn only for improving the readability of the map and are not 
related to the population distribution object. 
 
Since cells have the same size everywhere, the grid cells show actual population counts. But the 
threshold values for the colors are chosen to meet standard density thresholds in use to define the 
degree of urbanization: 1500 inhabitants per km² and 300 inhabitants per km² (respectively dark red 
and red). Colored grid cells are more useful than proportional symbols because they better show the 
extent of urbanized areas. 
 
In this example, there are grid cells whose population is strictly zero and grid cells where actual 
population is not known. It is important to make a distinction between the two cases: first ones are left 
blanks; second ones are painted in grey. 
 



 
Adding symbols 
 

 

Figure 12: Population distribution using symbols 

 
 
EXAMPLE 3: Viewing population distribution using symbols whose size is proportional to the 
population. The population is shown with variable size discs, each one giving the population of one 
elementary spatial element (they are 200m wide grid cells as in example 2). In this case, the 
population distribution is an additional layer of a map containing something else: here a map of the 
boundaries of the municipalities. This kind of presentation is useful when different information have to 
be represented separately: 

• Size and color can be chosen to represent different things: for example size for population and 
color for the intensity of young people in it. 

• In addition, there could be different sets of symbols: there could be symbols for population at 
residence place and symbols for population at work place. 

• One could also use one layer with colored vector statistical units and one layer with symbols. 
This is also a good solution to depict absolute quantitative data when using conventional 
statistical units. Since this kind of presentation doesn’t directly refer to the actual shape of the 
statistical units the reader is much less influenced by the differences in area of the underlying 
statistical units. One should notice that using symbols doesn’t remove the question of the 
presentation of unknown data. In the example it was represented as cells painted in grey like 
in the previous example. 

 

 
 


